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An Author's Agenda: Re-visioning Past and Present for a Future South Africa
Abstract
This paper takes as premise Stanley Frielick's generally accepted point that much publishing in South
Africa today is 'part of the process of historical rediscovery and re-visioning that informs contemporary
South African studies', so that 'through exploring the dynamic connections between past and present, we
can gain a clearer picture of the forces that are shaping our future'.1 I would add to this one of the satirist
Pieter-Dirk Uys's throwaway lines: The future is known in South Africa; only the past is unpredictable? The
position of that elusive specimen - the South African writer- is perhaps best summarised in part by Nadine
Gordimer in 1982 in her paper, 'Living in the Interregnum',3 first delivered to the New York Institute of the
Humanities
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STEPHEN GRAY

An Author's Agenda:
Re-visioning Past and Present
for a Future South Africa
This paper takes as premise Stanley Frielick's generally accepted point that
much publishing in South Africa today is 'part of the process of historical
rediscovery and re-visioning that informs contemporary South African
studies', so that 'through exploring the dynamic connections between past
and present, we can gain a clearer picture of the forces that are shaping
our future'. 1 I would add to this one of the satirist Pieter-Dirk Uys's
throwaway lines: The future is known in South Africa; only the past is
unpredictable? The position of that elusive specimen - the South African
writer- is perhaps best summarised in part by Nadine Gordimer in 1982
in her paper, 'Living in the Interregnum',3 first delivered to the New York
Institute of the Humanities. Her often-quoted points include the Gramsdan observation that: 'The old is dying and the new cannot be born; in
this interregnum there arises a great diversity of morbid symptoms' used as an epigraph for July's People (1981). That 'There is a segment preoccupied, in the interregnum, neither by plans to run away from nor
merely by ways to survive physically and economically in the black state
that is coming' (p. 264). That the 'interregnum is not only between two
social orders, but also between two identities, one known and discarded,
the other unknown and undetermined' (p. 270). Gordimer defines the
writer's role as follows:
If I were not a writer, I should not have been invited here at all, so I must presume

that although the problems of a white writer are of no importance compared with
the liberation of 23.5 million black people, the peculiar relation of the writer in
South Africa as interpreter, both to South Africans and to the world, of a society in
struggle, makes the narrow corridor I can lead you down one in which doors fly
open on the tremendous happening experienced by blacks. (p. 272)

Further, the writer's unique preserve is 'the territory of the subconscious,
where a people's own particular way of making sense and dignity of life
-the base of its culture remains unget-at-able. Writers, and not politicians,
are its spokespeople' (p. 229). She quotes Marquez: "'The writer's dutyhis revolutionary duty, if you like - is to write well'" (p. 276), while very
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accurately pinpointing the options open to the declared radical: to 'remain
negatively within the white order - or to declare himself positively as
answerable to the order struggling to be born' (p. 278).
During those 80s which I lived through in South Africa with Gordimer
I tried actively to test the facets of her position, most of which to the
audience she was addressing would appear self-evident truths. Her analysis derives from her own marginalised position, conscious of the entire
weight of South Africa's history, where 'the flags of European civilization
dropped, and there it was unashamedly, the ugliest creation of man, and
they baptized the thing... called it apartheid, coining the ultimate term for
every manifestation, over the ages, in many countries, of race prejudice'
(p. 262).
A second position developed later in the 80s, outlined by Njabulo
Ndebele, particularly in his Redefining Relevance4 paper, first delivered to
the Second Stockholm Conference for African Writers in 1986.5 Ndebele's not
so self-evident truths include the observation that, in protest literature
during times of severe repression (as between 1948 and 1961 in South
Africa):
There was much organised resistance, but it was often brutally crushed. This increased repression created a charged atmosphere in which the resulting articulation
of grievance, at both organizational and personal levels, became most ironically the
very index of powerlessness. (p. 42) ... At that point the mode of perception, by
failing to transcend its own limitations, can become part of the oppression it sought
to understand and undermine. (p. 43)

As a corrective Ndebele advocates no 'mechanical choice between politics
and art'; rather, the writer should be enabled 'to participate in the dialectic
between the two. To understand this is to understand the creative possibilities of both' (p. 47). Ndebele continues:
Most paradoxically, for the writer, the immediate problem, just at the point at which
he s its down to write his novel, is not the seizure of power. Far from it. His
immediate aim is a radically contemplative state of mind in which the objects of
contemplation are that range of social conditions which are the major ingredients
of social consciousness. Exclusion of any on the grounds that they do not easily
lend themselves to dramatic political statement will limit the possibilities of any
literary revolution, by severely limiting the social range on which to exercise its
imagination. (p. 48)

In advancing the grounds upon which a ' change of discourse from the
rhetoric of oppression to that of process and exploration' (p. 50) may
occur, he insists on 'a radical rearrangement of the dialectical poles. Where
the thesis was the oppressor, it is now the oppressed confidently introducing new definitions of the future to which the oppressor will have of
necessity to respond.... He is no longer in possession of the initiative'
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(p. 50). This 'post-protest literature... should probe beyond the observable
facts, to reveal new worlds where it was previously thought they did not
exist, and to reveal process and movement where they have been hidden'
(p. SO).
Ndebele's analysis of the role of the writer in the 80s in South Africa, in
the light of which I have also lived, agrees pretty significantly with
Gordimer's. If in these slender summaries I do not misrepresent them,
both believe in the following: the construct of 'the writer' as one immersed
in, but detached from, contingent realities; this writer as a spokesperson
for a set of future-directed values, which coincide with political goals, but
which are arrived at from different premises. Both assume the 'value' of
the literary procedure in the transformative, revolutionary dynamic; in
short, both commit their ferocious and formidable energies to accelerating
the arrival of that non-racialist, democratic, unitary South Africa that now
is on the threshold of being accomplished; in the writer's imagination, has
already occurred.
Their differences are ones of style: Gordimer is individually apologetic,
deferential, insistent on the validity of the private conscience, despite its
limitations, in a public arena; Ndebele is explicatory, assertive, even boldly
prescriptive. These differences are explained by the natures of the occasions of delivery and their audiences, rather than by any inherent disagreements of personality. Gordimer is also a speaker giving testimony for
herself, Ndebele a lecturer speaking for many, so their conventions of delivery also explain differences. But, in all essentials, the one takes over
from the other within a mind-set that remains intact. This is a framework
of concord within which I have chosen to be included; no South African
writer could really have taken upon himself to be excluded from it without missing out on all the key issues of his time.
My own attempt to grapple with this problematic- what is the writer's
task, what are the politics of putting pen to paper, how best do I contribute forward (rather than backward)? - is immeasurably indebted to
Gordimer and Ndebele, if only for their having raised the issues in the
first place. I am quoting from them because they are so quotable, but I do
not mean to imply their voices are the only, lone definitive ones. So actively conscientised and participatory is the world of writers in South
Africa today that these issues have become climatic; where writers may be
killed for their beliefs and practices, indeed they are matters of life and
death as well. Ideological bystanders can no longer comfortably continue,
as lack of commitment has become commitment in a retrogressive direction. And so that sweep forward proceeds, not without casualties, but confidently. The new can no longer be aborted. It is being born. Its advent is
unstoppable. The morbidity may persist, but a way out of it is foreseen;
please, may it come after a lifetime, before we all die of longing for it.
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During the 80s my own attempt to engage with this climate included the
production of a trio of novels: John Ross (1987)/ Time of Our Darkness
(1988)1 and Born of Man (1989).8 Although they were not written in that
order, or that close together, they came out on one another's heels as three
aspects of, loosely, a single endeavour. Because the reception of them has
sometimes to my mind been muddled - at least, unable often to confront
what each essentially demanded - I would like to explain the simple
schema on which they were based, because I believe each was an attempt
to try something basically new in South African fiction. Since fiction works
at the micro level of the case history, which is all absorbing, the text is
nothing but example; the principles from which the example is made I
don' t find have been seen clearly.
In Time of Our Darkness, which came first - the references to La Guma
and Brink in the title are obvious - I was concerned with three interlocking propositions. They are: that old South African sub-species of fiction,
the 'Immorality' novel, which stretches from Douglas Blackburn in 1915
through Schreiner, Plomer, Millin, Peter Abrahams, Paton, Gordimer and
even Fugard, was always little more than a pitifully bourgeois shocker
that needed drastic renovation if it was to reflect the post-Immorality Act
intrusions of the law into private loves. Second, that the entire impetus of
the 1986 Children's Revolt, during which children assumed the role of
adults and adults became, to say the least, vindictively childish, should be
acted out literally. Third, that it was time to backtrack on the history of
black liberation, especially in its relation to women's liberation and then
gay liberation in the post-World War II world, and to lock the three together as part of one overall, undifferentiated process; hence, a novel
whose three protagonists represent those three movements interconnectedly, as they are not often, if ever, connected in South African life. With
these three principles in mind, I wrote the work not with any Olympian
detachment, but as the action was occurring in the streets around me - a
report from the field. I held back on nothing I knew about. The firm
thought that it would not be published in any world I knew set my imagination free. It was published and became a bestseller in South Africa.
What a surprise!
In John Ross, which was written back to back with Time of Our Darkness,
I reversed the main event. Instead of the extreme case of a black child
alone entering a white world, I took a white child and sent him alone into
a black world. So they were two sides of the same coin, the coin's name
obviously being war-like contemporaneous South Africa. But the contrast
between the two works accidentally I found instructive: the black child in
the white world is killed off; the white child in the black world is not, and
what is more lives on enriched. This was not a preplanrted proposition;
rather, I now see, it was the inevitable conclusion of such an experiment.
The proposition of John Ross, as I remember it, was to invert in a systematic way the traditional values ascribed to the terms 'black' and 'white'; in
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fact, to do away with them altogether as poles of a Hegelian dialectic in
the Western tradition I have been brought up to observe, but which I no
longer find acceptable, nor even interesting. In John Ross I proposed to
decontaminate that lethal dualism; to let the reader find it leak away from
under him/her... to come out of a bad dream fundamentally changed. If
I had told the readers of these two texts that those were the kinds of
things I was doing, then of course they could not have worked for them.
The third text, Born of Man, took on some unfinished business from its
predecessors: the matter of new birth itself - not the process of renewal
that new birth is thought to be, but a kind of birth that is quite different,
producing what we all know the end-product to be and calling on quite
unexpected means from the past. Not renewal and renovation, which implies evolution and adaptation; but drastic re-visioning, which implies, as
they say, a whole new ball-game. Thus, taken as a sequence, the three
works show the method not to follow, the method to follow, and the likely results. This was not a route I pre-planned - if I had known where I
was going at the time of writing, I wouldn't have embarked on the project
in the first place. But it occurs to me now that I needed to convince myself
that this was the only procedure, and that is the happy outcome.
Now, in order to deliver these messages one cannot adopt forms of
delivery which contest them. If the message is not friendly towards the
ruling albocentric, patriarchal, capitalist, fascist, heterosexual, etc., order,
so the form cannot be taken from there uncritically. We are not only postprotest in South Africa, but post everything else: poststructuralist,
post-Christian and post-colonial (or trying to be), and I would hope postdeconstructionist, too. (New historicism has yet to arrive.) As literature
does not offer the possibility of the invention of really new forms, one can
only resort to reviewing older forms, finding out the reasons for their
neglect, and then possibly renovating them; in short, choosing noncanonical forms to challenge the hegemony of received ideas. Such an
activity may be described as in line with the continuing postmodemist
project in general: intervention in the order of the status quo.
The fixed relations in existing forms between class, race and gender as
determinants of modem attitudes to the human predicament need also to
be reworked (for a comprehensive discussion of this, see Levy, for
example).9 The relativity of class, race and gender is strongly, crucially
related to South African issues. Raymond Williams' model of cultural
change being three-phased - residual, dominant and emergent - has the
South African writer placed always working towards the third. The
emergent in my view is not created seamlessly by transformation; it is
created by combatting the dominant with selected aspects of the residual.
To put this another way, we call on re-visioning the past to forge a future
in spite of the present. The term interventionist for this sounds tepid and
games-playing; I mean strike tactics, which with one simple, well-aimed
blow render the dominant in some way no longer workable for the reader.
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In John Ross, for example, I deconstructed received history in a rather
polemical way, specifically the so-called history of Natal in the 1820s,
showing a pioneer myth of white settlement and black savagery to have
been no more than an inglorious labour raid. In Time of Our Darkness the
action hinged on children's rights, an issue so basic it pulls the carpet out
from all others. In Born of Man I used gay rights, an issue so undiscussed
in South Africa that it casts doubts on the depth and conviction of discussion about all other rights (for a comprehensive survey of the cavalier
treatment accorded this issue in African literature, see Dunton). 10
Immediately, however, I must dampen any creative fire such rules-ofthumb imply. Among the most resistant to change of all aspects of South
African life are its publishing industry and its literary critics. To get John
Ross into print I had to do no less than five drafts, each more conventional
than the last. But at its core I would like to think there is still some
irreducible grit that cannot be washed away - grit that may make pearls
some time hence. A fourth novel of this group, which reviews the unpleasant British connection in the formation of apartheid - a very unfashionable subject - I simply cannot get published at all. Then again,
maybe it is so badly written it is unprintable.
So, if you will allow for formal theory having been diluted to meet the
daily contingencies, let me explain some of my tactics. For Time of Our
Darkness I used the thriller as form, for John Ross the historical romance,
and for Born of Man the epistolary novel, sub-section that irreducible
mode, farce. The thriller is currently where political contestation occurs
outside the social realism of middle-class fiction. Historical romance, with
its noble origins in liberatory romantic rhetoric, recurs, as Lukacs says, at
times of upheaval and is still a lively forum, especially for younger
readers- at any rate, it predates social realism. So does the third form, the
epistolary, and it is a fine one for moral instruction of the reader, but in
my case is particularly appealing as it is the nearest Western form to
African story-telling. In each case I eased the supposed novelty of these
forms by making the narrators first-person, part of whose function was to
explain the material and make accessible the terms of the discourse. Thus
each contains much internal discussion of what happens and how thenarrator himself is (supposedly) being educated. In short, they are three highly self-reflexive texts, as metafictional as representational. Roland Barthes
would be pleased at this subversion of the empire of signs and I may now,
as he predicted, comfortably die away.
But before I do that.... As for many South African writers in English at
present, if there is one constant in my career it is that I write primarilythough not exclusively - for a home readership. This is not something
others will say on my behalf, so I must state it here. My concern is to have
words between me and my countrymen first, not to take the alternative
of writing about my country for export or, as many who are in exile are
compelled to do, write for foreigners. Joyce called for silence, exile and
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cunning on the part of the colonised writer of his day; today in South
Africa the silence is becoming, in fact, an alternative voice, the exile is now
seen to be internal (as well as the literal case), and the cunning is mandatory, nothing new. Cunning to slip through the censorship machinery and
the thought-control it operates- although recently this has forced a split
between literature, the opportunities for which have opened up, and the
media, which have practically been closed down. CURning also not to be
processed and consumerised, as so many potentially tendentious works
are, by the great, bland, unconscientised public awareness that these days
can absorb just about anything without reducing it to its bedrock issues.
As many South African readers are still not familiar with what human
rights are, they can indefinitely postpone coming to an understanding of
them. For many years I have been privileged enough to be able to weigh
up the choice (many writers do not have the luxury of making the decision) - to stay and be compromised; to go and be free, but risk losing the
home readership I have.... Something instinctive and persistent keeps me
plodding back to my fate. Besides, cunning is the challenge that keeps one
writing at all.
Or at least the writer should die in the terms we have been using so far
- as 'the writer' who is immersed in, but detached from, contingent realities, future-directed, committed to the struggle, and so on. More recently
than Gordimer and Ndebele, J.M. Coetzee has also defined the role of the
writer in South Africa today, at the 1987 Book Week held in Cape Town.
As reported in the Weekly Mail, Coetzee's writer is (or should be) more of
an ineradicable cockroach than a socially-determinable being.
Coetzee also took the opportunity to make a plea for a divorce between
the discourse of history and that of the novel, to break the current dependence of the latter on the former with its 'appropriating appetite' . His
call was for a novel:
that operates in terms of its own procedures and issues in its own conclusions, not
in terms of the procedures of history, eventuating in conclusions that are checkable
by history as a child's schoolwork's checked by a schoolmistress.
In particular I mean a novel that evolves its own paradigms and myths, in the
process (and here is the point where true rivalry, even enmity, might enter the
picture), perhaps going so far as to show up the mythic status of the paradigms of
history, to demythologise history... a novel prepared to work itself out outside the
terms of class conflict, race conflict, gender conflict. 11

Coetzee's reminder of the autonomy of literary from other discourses
is a timely and brave one. He goes flat in the face of the tendency of current radical politics to inspan all literature to serve social ends. While
planning for social change and stressing the functionality of literature,
Gordimer and Ndebele also held this position, if only tenuously and ambiguously... but Coetzee, suspicious of cashable relevance - and rightly
dismissive of reductive sloganeering - has taken a clearer line: literature

30

Stephen Gray

as an independent activity, to be co-opted only on its own terms. I am
sure that he does not mean this in the elitist, ivory-tower way it may
sound - the cockroach metaphor is a lot closer to the ground than
Gordimer's leader down the 'narrow corridor' and Ndebele's seated figure
'in a radically contemplative state'.
Coetzee's hands-off-the-writer position first occurs in South African
literature back in the Lewis Nkosi of the 1960s, where Nkosi defines his
function as 'to reveal our inner geography to the world as well as to
ourselves; and this is all we can ask of our writers' 12 - so there is a long
line of thinking in the South African writer interested in maintaining independence. At that level - the level of individual tough-mindedness,
cussedness - there can be no compromise at all.
In conclusion, this piece is meant to be a personal statement, neither a
sober analysis nor a rallying call. I remain sceptical. I quote my fellow
writers on their role, but are writers to be trusted? Are they representative
of their times, at least in the ways they claim they are? Is their activity
worth anything at all? Am I? Isn't this all a self-advocated mystique,
rather than a genuine mystery? Show-biz rather than real action? Paper
flowers in the face of bullets? Why pretend to be combatant, when what
I do best is mourn the dead? When I am really down under the burden
of useless suffering and sorrow, I cannot write at all, not even for the basic
encouragement of some extra income. So I have to climb out of that
despair by writing again. It is not in myself, but in the work, that any
beliefs tend to show.
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